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M I L T O N  S .  BYAM 
THEHISTORY of branch libraries must be distilled 
from the history of the public library, of which branches are but ap- 
pendages. These appendages are discernible only through the interstices 
of the broader deirelopment of library history. 
Public libraries in the United States have both an aristocratic and 
a humanitarian heritage. In the earliest days of this nation, libraries 
were established for the purpose of sharing scarce materials, by sharing 
their cost, in what have been called social libraries. These were volun- 
tary associations of individuals who contributed money toward a com- 
mon fund to be used for the purchase of b0oks.l Ben Franklin’s Library 
Company of Philadelphia is an example of this type of library, as are 
the Society Library organized in 1754 in New York City, and the 
Charleston Library Society founded in 1748. The Mercantile Libraries 
of the 1820’s continued this trend. Coexistent with the social library 
and part of the same tradition was the circulating library, which had 
long been a feature of the English book scene. This library might be 
considered similar to today’s rental libraries, which involve the pay- 
ment of a fee for book-borrowing privileges.2 
The humanitarian heritage may be typified as also upper class, in 
that it was carried out by wealthy men with a desire to make service 
available to the common people. It was out of such concern that the 
Astor Library was founded in 1849, and later became-with the Lenox 
and Tilden Libraries-the New York Public Library. The Astor gift of 
$400,000 was made to New York City for the establishment and main- 
tenance of a public library free to all who might wish to use it.3It is, 
however, a reference library. Such concern also motivated William 
who established a free library for “Mechanic and other Ap-
prentices” in Boston in 1820, and Timothy Claxton, who promoted the 
establishment of the Boston Mechanics’ Institute and its library in 1826.6 
Deputy Director, Brooklyn Public Library. 
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By 1850, some 250 New England towns are said to have had more 
than one library. Most of these were social or circulating libraries, de- 
pendent on voluntary support or fees of some kind. The uncertainty 
of this type of support led to the disappearance of many of these li- 
braries and to requests for the public support of them. 
The first local legislation to permit the establishment and mainte- 
nance of a library from public funds, and meant to be free to all, was 
that of Peterborough, New Hampshire, in 1833,6 although New Hamp- 
shire did not pass enabling legislation until 1849.’ However, it was the 
establishment of the Boston Public Library in 1850 which became the 
model for other communities. It is interesting to note that the enabling 
legislation, passed in 1851 by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 
permitted the establishment of libraries “with or without branches,” 
which presupposes some previous experience with branch librariesS8 
One is not to suppose that all was now settled with public library 
development and that therefore the growth of branches from this point 
on was assured. Indeed, the social library and philanthropy continued 
to exercise a weakening hold on the library movement. The Boston 
Public Library established its first branch in 18719 while the Man- 
Chester (England) Public Library, also established in 1851, had ac- 
quired five branches within fifteen years.1° But during the same period, 
the Newbeny Library was established in Chicago as the bequest of 
Walter Newberry and was incorporated as a free public reference li- 
brary in 1892. The John Crerar Library was established in 1895 (the 
bequest of a Chicago businessman), as a public reference library in 
the sciences and social sciences. Indeed, the public library movement 
did not seem committed to public support, but was composed of phil- 
anthropic, social, circulating and public libraries together. 
All of these types had branch libraries. For example, the New York 
Free Circulating Library,ll established in 1878 as a philanthropic social 
library free to the poor, operated eleven branches up to its incorpora- 
tion into the New York Public Library in 1901.12 In Chicago, the West 
Side Library, a circulating library, was opened in 1869, and “soon 
established several branches, one for the South Side and others in dif- 
ferent sections of the city.” l3 The period was noted for the increase 
in circulating libraries in Chicago and elsewhere, and these too had 
branches. 
The social library, philanthropy and willingness of patrons to tax 
themselves also served in other ways in the development of public li- 
brary branches. The social library formed the nucleus of the original 
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circulating branches of many libraries, The absorption by the New 
York Public Library of the New York Free Circulating Library and of 
the Aguilar Free Library among others, resulted in the formation of 
the circulation department of the New York Public Library.14 The 
New York Free Circulating Library was begun as a result of charitable 
work conducted by a sewing class of Grace Church, while the Aguilar 
Free Library Society was established by and for the Jewish population 
of New York City. Existing social libraries also formed the basis of 
branch systems in other cities. Boston absorbed the Sumner Library 
Association of East Boston in establishing its first branch library.13 
The Chicago Public Library took oi’er the existing Hyde Park Lyceum 
as a branch in 1891.16 This library had been established in 1867. The 
Cincinnati l7 and Providence Public Libraries l 8  took over existing 
community private libraries to establish branches. 
Philanthropy was more direct. The first circulating branch of the 
Chicago Public Library was the gift in 1901 of a Mrs. Blackstone who 
wanted to memorialize her husband.lg In these early days, Boston also 
profited from direct philanthropy which benefited its branch system.20 
But the greatest philanthropy and the one that fixed for many years 
the pattern of library service and branches in the United States was 
that of Andrew Carnegie. Carnegie had decided to promote libraries 
as a result of his admiration for Colonel James Anderson, who had 
given a library to Allegheny County in 1850, as well as for Enoch Pratt, 
who gave not only money for libraries but his own continued interest.21 
Carnegie gave approximately 1,900 library buildings to the United 
States and Canada alone between 1897 and 1917. These included many 
branches. For example, he offered sixty-five branches to New York City 
at a cost of $5,200,000, thirty to Philadelphia, three to East Orange, 
eight to Pittsburgh, and ten to Cleveland among others. 
Even more significant than the gift itself, however, was the stimula- 
tion it provided toward public support of libraries due to Carnegie’s 
insistence that any community receiving a building must not only fur- 
nish a site but must also agree to provide an annual maintenance fund 
of at least 10%of the amount of the gift.22 
In the contract signed between the Carnegie Corporation and the 
interested municipality, minimum support to be given was indicated. 
They also suggested minimum standards. The best library opinion was 
garnered in devising these guidelines, and architects vied with each 
other in designing suitable library buildings. The result was a regu- 
larization or standardization of the pattern of branch and library serv- 
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ice with regard to hours, privileges, etc., which nothing else could have 
accomplished. A typical specification may be seen in the following 
quotation from a Carnegie contract with the New York Public Li- 
brary: 23 
It is further agreed that the said several branch libraries which may 
be constructed pursuant to the provisions of said act, and each of them, 
shall be accessible at all reasonable hours and times, free of expense, 
to the persons resorting thereto, subject only to such reasonable control 
and regulation as the party of the second part, its successor or succes- 
sors, from time to time may exercise and establish for general conven- 
ience; provided, further, that the lending, delivery and one or more 
reading rooms in each of said library buildings shall be open and ac- 
cessible to the public upon every day of the week except Sunday, but 
including all legal holidays, from at least nine o’clock A.M, to at least 
nine o’clock P.M., under such rules and regulations as the said party 
of the second part shall prescribe from time to time, and on Sundays 
such parts of any of such libraries may be opened in such manner and 
during such hours as may be from time to time agreed upon between 
the said Board of Estimate and Apportionment and said The New York 
Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 
Though absorption of social libraries and the influence of phil- 
anthropy were notable trends, communities were also establishing 
branches on their own initiative with startling rapidity. Oakland had 
established its first branch in 1878; *4 Boston had fifteen branches by 
1901; Buffalo established its Erst circulating branch in rented quarters 
in 1901. Cleveland opened its first branch in 1892, and Providence in 
1906.25 Yet these bald statements do not tell the whole story, for in 
practice there were other kinds of branches and means of extension of 
library service. These included deposit stations, locations to which 
books were brought and deposited for use by the community; delivery 
stations, locations at which requests for books were accepted for later 
delivery; branch reading rooms, i.e. branches without circulation serv- 
ices; and even horse-and-wagon mobile units. In the literature of the 
field, deposit stations and branch reading rooms were often confused 
with circulating branches. For example, at least two of the ‘branch 
libraries” which Buffalo had established by 1900 would be called de- 
posit stations today.*5 Chicago had only reading rooms and delivery 
stations in 1901-not circulating branchesSz6 
Branch library service since the early 1900’s has expanded to the 
point where today there are now 3,376 branch libraries of city, county 
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and regional systems, and 666 systems with brancheseZ7 This expansion 
has resulted in many innovations to improve branch library service. 
Regional libraries, developed notably in Chicago, each supervise a 
group of satellite branchesa2* District libraries have been developed in 
Brooklyn to permit the expansion of libraries into unserved areas by 
establishing satellites manned by non-professionals while expanding 
professional service at the district libraries29 Library systems, notably 
in New York State, gather together on a county or population basis a 
number of independent libraries in a cooperative pattern of shared 
centralized services much like those available to branch libraries. 
With the concept of the branch library fixed firmly in the tradition 
of the United States, the questions which remain to be answered are 
not those of the value of branches, or of the propriety of the expendi- 
ture of public monies for their establishment. Today's questions are 
those concerned with the refinement of service such as location, archi- 
tecture, hours, distance between branches, book collections, staffing 
and accessibility, all of which involve local considerations. 
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